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The seven Samoan scholarship students heading to study at Otago University have picked the
right place.  So says Daniella Devoe, a scholarship student who attended and graduated from
Otago University with a Bachelor of Science degree, in 2006. 

 “Otago’s certainly the best as they really focus on the students and their welfare,” she told the
Samoa Observer in Auckland. In 2008, she took up further degree studies in Health Science
and Physiotherapy graduating from the Auckland University of Technology, (AUT) just last
month.      
She says Otago University has a reputation as one of New Zealand’s best for Samoan
scholarship students.  Her comments have clout as she also experienced Auckland’s student
culture while pursuing her second degree.

“It wasn’t until I transferred to Auckland that I realized how much we, as students were really
well looked after in Dunedin,” says Ms Devoe. “Otago is a close-knit and student orientated
university, while Auckland, even though the Pacific islands advisors were just as supportive as
their Otago counterparts, you’re basically left to fend for yourself.”

From six years student experience Daniella’s advice to the new group of students: “get
connected to a good group of friends and make use of the many available start-up services and
support provided by the university for all students.

“For example, there are many helpful courses and tutorials to help with assignments and exam
preparation. I know that many don’t take advantage of those services or they’re not aware of
them.”

She believes a strong bond with the other University Preparatory Year (UPY) graduates in her
2003 scholarship group, who also chose to study at Otago University, helped make things
easier.  

“I was lucky to have gone over with five of my close girlfriends. It forced us to develop a family
group which is really important when studying as we were able to support each other. ”

She also praised the work of Otago University’s Pacific Island Centre and Samoan Student
Association in helping orientate the Samoan students.
But it was still hard for new scholarship students, as manager of the Pacific Island Centre,
Tofilau Nina Alai told journalist Chris Morris in 2004.
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Tofilau said many Samoan scholarship students, despite being the country’s best and brightest,
faced traps other than the work that could end in tears. Chief among them was the pressure of
expectation, despite their abilities, that could compound other problems including
home-sickness.

In Daniella’s case, Tofilau was confident early on that she would eventually wipe away the tears
and carry on to do well. “The pressure of home-sickness is not comparable to the pressure of
having to do well.”

Also in her first year, Daniella was featured on the Pacific Connection magazine which ran a
special series of articles about first year Pacific island students attending Otago. An initiative by
the Pacific Cooperation Foundation (PCF). 

In that 2004 article, Daniella said, “The whole reason I wanted to do it was to come back here
and help out here . . .  Qualifications from overseas give you an advantage over what you're
learning [in Samoa]. You are given more respect if you learn from overseas. I think it's just the
way it is. I reckon Otago is the place to go to university.”

The ultimate aim was to “graduate, return to Samoa and get stuck in helping out”.  In 2012, she
still stands by those comments. And even though the graduation part of the aim is achieved the
‘stuck in helping out’ part needs further work, a whole lot of experience in the field needs to be
gained before heading back home. 

“Initially, I wanted to study medicine. As a youngster, you generally only think about the main
professions, for example becoming a doctor, lawyer or accountant,” she says.  But some of the
aspirations, adds Daniella, changed when a greater spectrum of opportunities revealed
themselves during the course of study.

“Basically, going to university broadened my horizons,” and what she had wanted to be, a
doctor, was questioned by the influx of new information.
“My eyes were opened to the huge number of opportunities you just weren’t aware of back
home. 

And so for me, as I went through my studies, I actually found that for the work I want to do, I
actually needed to study a different discipline, still within the health sector.”  Daniella wants to
work with children with disabilities, and ‘physiotherapy’ presented the opportunity to pursue this.

“I see a big need for Physiotherapy services in Samoa, an area I can see myself meet and
better serve our people.”
But for the immediate future Daniella will not head back to Samoa to work straight away.  “I
need work experience. 

At this stage I have a general baseline which my degree has given me but I need  further
professional development  so I am able to make a better difference when I do eventually go
back home.” Former Samoan students like Daniella made good impression leaving a good
Samoan reputation in Otago.
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Tofilau Nina admitted that earlier this month at a meeting with the new group of students and
their parents in Samoa.  “I am very proud to say that Samoan students are the quick ones who
earn their degrees on time and that is why opportunities are given to Pacific Islanders,” she
said.

And from the goodwill built up by former scholarship students, parents of the latest group like
Fa’aleleiga Leaupepe have peace of mind their children will be well taken care of.

“We are very happy with what our son [Keresoma] has chosen for his future and we hope that
he will complete his studies just like most of the Samoan students who have graduated from
Otago University,” she told the Samoa Observer. And the final piece of advice Daniella offers
the new scholarship group relates to Dunedin’s weather – keep warm!

Back in 2004 at the start of her studies in Dunedin, she said, “I had two duvets on my bed and
my heater in my room, and I need to get an electric blanket and some thermals. It was actually
OK for the first couple of days and then it really hit me - and it just seemed to be getting colder,”
she laughed.
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